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“The sight of a cross almost paralyzes me with fear,” the woman told me.  “Though it is better now,” she explained, “Since I have become acquainted with the kind of Christians who attend Northminster Church.”  After a pause in which she seemed to be rethinking what she had said, the woman continued, “But, frankly, I am still not entirely comfortable seeing a cross in a processional.”  
I understood this woman’s words and the feelings behind them.  All of her early experiences combined to warn her that the sight of Christians behind or gathered around a cross signaled trouble.  As a young child, this lady had been forced to make a Christian confession of faith and to receive Christian baptism, though Judaism was the religion of her family and had been for generations.
Equally ugly was the experience of a young woman with whom I counseled in Fort Worth.  As a child, she had been baptized into a Christian communion other than Baptist.  However, after marrying a young man who was studying for the ministry, she was told that she would have to be re-baptized, this time by immersion.  Her husband’s professors at the seminary in Fort Worth had convinced him that he never would be invited to serve a church unless his wife was re-baptized.  “I am offended by the lack of respect for my baptism,” she told me, “but if I have to do this to support my husband’s career, I will do it.”  “Will you baptize me?” she asked.  
After assuring the woman that I would baptize her if that were her wish, I questioned her about her feelings related to all of this.  I inquired as to whether there was a way the baptism could have meaning for her—a time of recommitment or renewal or beginning again.  In every instance, the answer was “No.”  She had resolved to do this thing for her husband to support his profession—nothing more.
I doubt if I ever will forget the Sunday morning of this woman’s baptism though I no longer remember the woman’s name.  As she stood in the water in front of me awaiting immersion, my hand on her back could feel rigidity strong enough to reach into her soul.  When I looked into her face to speak the words that accompany the act of baptism, all that I could see was resentment.  As soon as I lifted the woman from beneath the water, she walked straight up the steps that led from the baptistery, out the door, away from the church building, and never returned.
Personally, at that moment, I felt more like a temple prostitute than I did a parish pastor.  I had been used.  She had been used.  And, the sacred rite of baptism had been used to produce the addition of an important note on her husband’s resume.  
Both of these women got soaking wet in an act accompanied by words of Christian ritual, but neither of them experienced a religious rite or any hint of participation in a meaningful act of spirituality.  Never do control and force impose religious meaning; that comes only in an environment characterized by freedom for religion, freedom of religion, and freedom from religion.
You may think it odd that the third sermon in a series of sermons on basic Christian beliefs—Credo the series is called; the matters of the heart in which we believe, to which we commit ourselves—focuses on freedom generally and free will specifically.  Last week, one of our members who knew he would not be here this Sunday, said, “Well, I guess I will just have to read the sermon on the Holy Spirit.”  He seemed surprised, but pleased, that the actual subject of the sermon for today would be free will.  But the man’s suspicion of the next  subject to be treated in this series provides a good perspective for understanding the importance of the belief discussed today.  The great Baptist theologian of the early part of the twentieth century, E. Y. Mullins, considered freedom to be one of the axioms, foundations, of religion, right alongside a belief in God.  That is my conviction as well.  After affirming devotion to the God who is one, whose other names could be holy, mystery, or love and declaring my commitment to Jesus, the human face of God, I feel compelled to acknowledge the necessity of free will as a prerequisite for authenticity in religious experience.
By its very nature, Christianity is the result of a personal decision made in freedom apart from coercion.  Christianity never can be imposed or forced.  Devotion to God like faith in the Christ is a consequence of a free personal choice.  The same can be said of the rites and rituals in Christian worship and the disciplined obedience of a follower of Jesus.  None of this can be required, imposed, or faked.
We can require a child to repeat the words of a prayer, but we cannot make a child pray.  We can force a student to memorize and repeat aloud various passages from the Bible, but we cannot force a student to love or obey the Bible.  Authentic religious decisions and actions always involve personal choice, individual decisions, made in freedom.
The roots of the connection between authentic religion and freedom run as deeply into history as the first moment of creation.  According to the writer of Genesis, God chose to form humankind in the divine image—the imago dei—and through that image to give humankind freedom—individual free will, volition, an ability to make decisions in liberty.  The all wise God knew that in the realms of religion and morality, authenticity requires an exercise of liberty.  Free will is the oxygen without which faith, spirituality, and morality gasp, collapse and die!
My belief in the necessity of free will as a prerequisite to authenticity in religious experience springs from my understanding of the nature of God, the nature of a person, and the nature of faith.  Spiritual maturation in a person that is motivated by God and informed by Jesus does not produce flesh-covered robots who have turned off their minds and turned over their hearts to other people who tell them what they should believe and how they should behave.  What a spiritual tragedy!  Robotic obedience to the dictates of someone else’s intelligence or ignorance never ought to be confused with authentic religious experience.
Of course, freedom is never absolute.  Freedom always exists within some limits.  For example, we are free to embrace God and to follow Jesus or to do neither.  But we are not free to redefine God in our image and to re-invent Jesus in a manner that makes both more palatable to our spiritual likes and dislikes.  We are free to behave as we choose, but we are not free to change the consequences of our behavior.  A woman is at liberty to abuse her body as she wills, but not at liberty to guarantee that this body will show no signs of abuse.  An intoxicated man is free to walk in front of an onrushing truck, but he is not free to decide the consequences of his tragic choice.  
It should be said as well that discipline is as essential to personal spiritual growth as is constant freedom.  Frankly, the dynamics of discipline, action, and growth are age-specific.  Expectations related to an adult are not the same as those applied to a child.  Motivated by love, a parent recognizes a young child’s inability always to avoid destructive behavior and takes control of the child to prevent such serious trouble.  That is dramatically different, however, from the same parent taking the same kind of controlling action when the child is 21 years of age.
People often ask me if I think children should be made to attend church.  My answer is an unequivocal “Yes.”  To require children and adolescents to engage religion enables them to make a good decision about the role that religion will play in their lives.  In my estimation, it is a parental sin to expect a child to embrace moral values, apply biblical principles, and exhibit a meaningful faith that will make that child sufficient for good times and crises if that child has not been exposed regularly to teachings about moral values, biblical principles, and the meaning of a life of faith.  The principles of preparation that apply to scholarship and athletics also apply to spiritual maturity.  If the religion of our children consists of no more than what we as parents have told them, if their faith is no more than a parroted recital of our faith, these children face the potential of serious trouble.
The current crisis in Christianity is not unlike the current crisis in the institutional relationship between religion and government.  People are attempting to address monumental and complex challenges by mimicking the faith of their childhood and beliefs that have not developed the kind of maturity to which Jesus called all of us.  No wonder we are giving hurtful answers fraught with tragic consequences to the most pressing questions of our time.  
Let me be specific in the application of this generalization.  No government needs to be teaching religion to its children, imposing religion on its citizens, and advancing a particular religious tradition—not the United States of America, not Saudi Arabia, not the State of Israel, and not the Islamic Republic of Iraq.  The inevitable result of such confusion will be a misidentification of religion with political ideology, social norms, and cultural mores that results in a nationally imposed spirituality that is as religiously insipid as a blessing before a meal at the meeting of a civic club or a prayer for safety and health before the kickoff of a football game in which 22 people will rush onto a field to attack and hit each other.
The point that I just made to you about government, religion, freedom, and the danger of government’s endorsement of religion, I recently made in a meeting with six ayatollahs from Iran, during filming with a media crew serving the Kurdish people in Iraq, before a congressional hearing on governance in the U. S. House of Representatives, and through a personal conversation with the leader of Focus on the Family, the premiere religious right organization in this nation.  All inquired about perspectives on the proper institutional relationship between government and religion and I was more than pleased to respond to their questions.  Concerns about freedom are like heart-beats at the center of religion and should be like heart-beats in centers of government.  
Please understand that freedom is made stronger not weaker by valuing open inquiry in education, security that does not erode basic rights, and spokespeople who can be constructively critical as well as openly affirming of authority.  Within Christendom, the church should be among the freest thinking, most aggressively questioning institutions in people’s lives.  After all, truth needs never fear inquiry.  Only when people can explore, research, express doubts, and raise tough questions do they have the education necessary to complement the freedom of choice that comes from self will that leads to authentic religion.
Look at the biblical images of God and Jesus’ lived portrait of a religious life.   Nowhere will you find control.  From the beginning of time, God made it possible for people freely to choose against a divine-human relationship as well as for one.  Jesus extended invitations to discipleship and then respected individuals’ freedom to form their own respective responses.  Who are we to go beyond the spirit and actions of God to lesson freedom and to attempt control in relation to religion?
We can baptize people until their skin wrinkles but we cannot make them Christians.  We can cram the bread and juice of communion down people’s throats but we cannot make them find satisfaction in the meal or embrace the love that is at its heart.  Why, we even can use the processes of government to impose our faith and practices on the masses, but we cannot force the recipients of our imposition not to be hostile toward us and toward our religion any more than we can require that they share our faith and values.  Like all authenticity in religion, shared religious meaning springs from loving communion and personal decisions on the foundation of and in a context of freedom.
Credo!  Not only do I place my trust in the values of freedom and self will, to the work of protecting and advancing both, I have given my life to that God-ordained cause.
How do you see it?  What is your conviction about the necessity of freedom in relation to authentic religion—a conviction to which you give your heart and would, if necessary, give your life?  You alone can answer that question.  But, thank God, you are free to choose your own answer.  May it always be so! Amen.
 
PASTORAL PRAYER
Holy, Loving, Liberating God: True to the spirit of Jesus, we confess our passion for liberty and our devotion to service. Make us slaves to no person or institution that we may live the freest lives possible and, in a context of liberty, instructed by our faith, to make ourselves servants to all who are in need. Amen
 


